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Foreword 



Secondary School Course Classification System: School Codes for the Exchange of Data (SCED) 
presents a taxonomy and course descriptions for secondary education. The system is intended to help 
schools and education agencies maintain longitudinal information about students’ coursework in an 
efficient, standardized format that facilitates the exchange of records as students transfer from one 
school to another, or to postsecondary education. 

SCED is part of the National Center for Education Statistics’ data handbook series, which is published 
as a searchable electronic database. Handbooks Online (http://nces.ed.gov/programs/handbook/) . NCES 
has developed a series of data handbooks to provide guidance on consistency in data definitions and the 
maintenance of education data, so that such data can be accurately aggregated and analyzed. The 
handbooks are intended to serve as reference documents for public and private education agencies, 
schools, early childhood centers, and other educational institutions, as well as by researchers involved in 
the collection of education data. In addition, the handbooks may be useful to elected officials and 
members of the public who have an interest in education information. The handbooks are not, however, 
data collection instruments, nor do they reflect any type of federal data maintenance requirements. 
Handbooks Online is reviewed and updated annually. 

Education agencies and institutions collect and maintain information to help the education system 
function efficiently and effectively. Standardized data available to education agency officials can 

• assist in the development of sound educational policies at all levels; 

• improve the quality of instruction and boost student achievement; 

• help compare information among communities and among states; 

• improve the accuracy and timeliness of nationwide summaries of information about education 
systems; 

• improve the quality and significance of education research — locally, statewide, and nationwide; 
and 

• enhance reporting to the public about the condition and progress of education. 

It is the intent of Secondary School Course Classification System: School Codes for the Exchange of 
Data (SCED) to provide educators and data managers with a tool that will support decision-making in 
these ways. 
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Chapter 1 . Introduction 



Developing a System for Classifying Secondary Courses 

In the summer of 2003, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) initiated work to develop a 
common classification system for secondary school courses in the United States. The resulting system is 
the Secondary School Course Classification System: School Codes for Exchange of Data (SCED), 
presented in this handbook. The primary purpose of the SCED system is to make it easier for school 
districts and states to maintain longitudinal student records electronically, and to transmit coursetaking 
information from one student information system to another, from one school district to another, and 
from a school district to a state department of education. As substantial numbers of agencies adopt the 
system, it will produce a secondary benefit: standardized course information for those who evaluate 
transcripts for postsecondary admission or research purposes. 

More specifically, a common classification system for secondary school courses would achieve the 
following: 

■ enable comparison of course offerings among districts and states; 

■ facilitate the use of electronic student transcripts; 

■ support longitudinal student information systems; 

■ encourage interoperability of student information and other data management systems by 
providing a standard for education software designers and vendors; 

■ reduce the cost and burden of transcript studies; and 

■ encourage the use of coursetaking information in research and evaluation of student outcomes. 



Earlier Work in Electronic Student Transcripts 

In 1995, NCES developed the Pilot Standard National Course Classification System for Secondary 
Education (SNCCS) to support the electronic exchange of student transcripts. The SNCCS is included in 
the SPEEDE/ExPRESS 1 transcript standards, which were maintained by the Data Interchange Standards 
Association and accepted by the American National Standards Institute. The SNCCS was developed in 
recognition that any process for the electronic exchange of transcripts between districts would not be 
very successful without a common course classification system. 

The technology for maintaining electronic records was in its early stages in 1995. As a result, relatively 
few school districts or state education agencies adopted either SPEEDE/ExPRESS or the SNCCS. 

Today, most transcripts for students who transfer are still requested over the phone or through traditional 
mail, and schools still have to respond to requests for transcripts by manually copying them and sending 



1 System for Postsecondary Electronic Exchange of Data for Education/Exchange of Permanent Records for Students and 
Schools. These electronic data interchange (EDI) transcript standards were developed jointly by the Association of College 
Registrars and Admission Officers (ACRAAO) and NCES. 
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the paper transcripts to the requesting school. However, the conditions for the electronic transfer of 
student records have improved significantly from 1995. Some of the key changes are the following: 



■ Nearly all schools operate student information systems that retain student records in data 
systems. Most secondary schools use electronic scheduling with some type of course coding 
system to place students in appropriate courses. 

■ The SCED coding structure has simplified the structure of the 1995 SNCCS. Experience with the 
earlier system was the basis of extensive input to the SCED system from the external review 
committee, members of the National Forum on Education Statistics, and other practitioners. (See 
Acknowledgments for a list of participants.) 

■ School district and state education agency information professionals are working with designers 
from the education management software industry to produce open standards for making data 
systems interoperable. This approach simplifies the older electronic data interchange (EDI) 
standards used in SPEEDE/ExPRESS. 



Part of NCES Handbook Series 

NCES will maintain the new course classification system, the SCED, as part of the NCES data 
handbook system. It will be a part of NCES’s searchable web database, Handbooks Online, which will 
make the course classification system readily accessible to all potential users. Through the Handbooks 
Online , users can tailor the structure of the SCED course classification taxonomy to meet the needs of 
their individual student information systems. The basic SCED elements defining a course can be 
combined with other data elements in the Handbooks Online to create an electronic student transcript, 
course scheduling software, systems for matching teacher qualifications and assignments, and a host of 
other information management tools. The SCED course codes and descriptions ensure comparability 
among electronic transcripts when describing courses for students who move from one district to 
another, and among reports when sending course information from a school district to a statewide 
database. 



Uses and Users of the Secondary Course Classification System 

Uses within the education system. When a secondary student transfers from one district to another, the 
student’s course history must be reviewed meticulously to determine if the courses named on a 
transcript are the same as, or acceptably similar to, courses offered in the new district. The effort of 
these painstaking reviews is multiplied when many students transfer into a single school. 

A major objective of the SCED is to provide common secondary course descriptions that enable school 
counselors to compare courses more easily when reviewing the transcript of a transferring student. A 
common system for describing courses saves the counselor’s time and ensures that the student is placed 
in appropriate classes without delay. 



2 Handbooks Online incorporates definitions of data elements about students, education staff, school facilities, schools, and 
education agencies. 



2 




A common secondary course classification system assists states developing statewide longitudinal data 
systems to meet the reporting requirements of local and state mandates, as well as those of No Child 
Left Behind. Without a statewide course classification system, it can be very burdensome to collect and 
interpret information from school districts about student course taking and the qualifications of teachers 
responsible for those courses. 

Numerous groups could use and benefit from the information available through adoption of the SCED. 
For example, a parent needs to know how his or her child is performing in classes. They can find 
information about courses in a report card that shows specific courses taken by that student, teachers’ 
assessment of performance, and credit(s) earned and in a transcript (an overall record of a student’s 
educational attainments). The school’s course catalog tells the parent more about the student’s class 
work. The catalog also tells students and parents about the course offerings of the school — other courses 
the student might take, their content, and prerequisites. 

At the school level, course information is used to guide and advise individual students; to assign 
teachers to classes for which they are qualified and/or certified; to organize a master schedule that 
coordinates students, teachers, and resources; and to distribute information about students to other 
institutions. These other institutions include district and state agencies that need to track student 
enrollment in particular grades and, in some cases, in specific courses. Based on course and enrollment 
data, these agencies account for enrollment in specific courses, reimburse schools based on average 
daily attendance, report to funding agencies/programs (e.g., Perkins), and could analyze differences 
between subsets of students. 

Postsecondary institutions need information about students and their coursework, typically to determine 
students’ eligibility for enrollment, financial assistance, and eventual placement. For example, the 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) uses secondary course information to determine a 
student’s eligibility for postsecondary athletic programs. 

Involvement of the education software community. “Interoperability” in data management systems 
means that information can be transferred from one system to others with no effort on the part of a user. 
In a school district, for example, interoperable software applications would ensure that when the name 
and address of a new student are entered into the system once, the information also appears in the 
district’s library, class assignment, transportation, food service, student information management, and 
other relevant systems. SCED provides a standard course coding framework for vendors of school 
information systems who are working toward interoperability. During the development of the SCED, the 
Student Information System workgroup of the Schools Interoperability Framework Association 
contributed input and recommendations. As vendors become aware of the SCED, the course coding 
structure and definitions can be included in student information systems or used to form a common 
“crosswalk” from one system to another. 

Facilitating the research use of transcript data. Researchers and policymakers represent another 
important use of course-related information. Education researchers typically want to identify trends in 
course taking and in students’ access to educational experiences, examine links between practice and 
desired outcomes, and analyze differences between subsets of students. Data about courses are 
combined with information about the students and their teachers, schools, parents, and communities in a 
number of ways. 

More and more states are developing longitudinal student data systems in order to measure the added 
value of education to students as they move through the education pipeline. Information about the 
courses that students take, and their performance in these courses, is vital to understanding the effects of 
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